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The Gold of Asante
THE SPLENDOUR OF A NINETEENTH CENTURY
WEST AFRICAN KINGDOM
During the greater part of the nineteenth century the
kingdom of Asante dominated the Gold Coast of West
Africa. The country was rich in gold, and although great
quantities were exported to Europe it was also used liberally
to adorn and to glorify its rulers.
An exhibition recently mounted by the Museum of
Mankind (the Ethnography Department of the British
Museum), in London, clearly brings out both this spec-
tacular use of gold and the quite extraordinary skills of the
craftsmen who made the royal insignia and many other
decorative objects, these exceeding by far any such
manifestation elsewhere in Africa.
The casting of gold by the lost wax process was establish-
ed by the end of the fifteenth century, when European
trading for gold also began. Gold was in fact the basis of life
and of contacts with Europe, the country being committed
to a gold-dust currency which greatly facilitated trade and
which led to the production of the well known `gold
weights' cast in brass in a most attractive variety of designs.
Estimates of the amount of gold produced in this region
from its earliest exploitation until the end of the nineteenth
century vary widely from half a million to well over a
million kilograms, some part of this always being used to
adorn the country's rulers. Sword hilts, neck torques, pec-
Typical of the intricacy of Asante lost wax castings in gold
from the nineteenth century is this ornament, about 8 cm
in length, depicting three highly stylized elephants witli
birds on their backs. It was possibly attached to the
headgear of a chief or foruted part of a large ring
torals, rings for fingers and toes, and many other objects
were cast, some of them representing animals or insects and
all showing a high standard of delicacy and intricacy.
A well illustrated book by M. D. McLeod, the Keeper of
the Museum of Mankind, has been published in connection
with the exhibition. L.B.H.
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